FORBIDDEN JOURNEY
The mountains on the south had disappeared behind a
veil of dust and, as from the poop of a ship, I could see the
whole circle of the horizon. In that vast desert, beneath that
vibrant sky, the soul seemed to become concentrated within
itself and for a moment I had an extraordinarily intense
feeling of being remote from everything and everybody I
knew, as though I were at the uttermost limit of my own
being.
A deep, lugubrious sound broke in suddenly on my con-
templations. I got down. Before a house a bareheaded lama
was blowing into a shell. A few aromatic twigs were burning
in a bowl on a whitewashed earthen pedestal. The tails of
yaks hung on metal tridents placed on the roof, at the four
corners of the house. I followed the lama into a big room
where four wooden pillars supported the ceiling. The lama
sat down on the ground, Turkish fashion. The only furniture
was a stool in front of him with the instruments of the ritual
placed on it. On the wall hung a delicate painting on silk
of a Buddhist pantheon, the colour scheme being in pink,
blue and green.
The lama prayed in a quick chant with well-marked
rhythm. He punctuated the phrases by, in turn, striking
cymbals, ringing a bell, and tapping a drum, or simply by
making gestures with his fingers. He had delicate hands, a
conjurer's hands, which he held in imitation of the Buddha
gestures, but he did not feel bound to refrain from holding
out one of them for an offering, and did so with a smile.
Then he went on with his ritual. From time to time I
noticed that he threw some grains of corn behind him
mechanically.
Having examined the room, walking round on my toes, I
went further and found myself in a small court where there
was a ladder. I climbed up and came to a tiny recess full
of the perfume of incense and with the walls covered with
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